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The inclusion of multiculturalism in literature is a growing movement that 
educators are recognizing and promoting in schools across the United States. As a 
nation of diverse people, beliefs, interests and cultures, it is important to the social 
and academic health of our students that we support them through every means 
possible. Multicultural literature is a resource that can help students navigate any 
kind of diversity they may find in their schools and/or community. In this study, a 
content analysis of a Battle of the Books list is conducted in the hopes of outlining, 
categorizing and supporting the inclusion of multicultural elements in school 
reading programs. 
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Introduction 
 
Multiculturalism is a body of thought that has increasingly gained 
recognition in the field of education over the past few years. The move to include 
literature that recognizes cultures from all over the world can be evidenced in the 
selection of books and materials that teachers and media specialists include in their 
schools. There are many reasons behind the inclusion of titles in a collection, not the 
least of which is the audience for which they are chosen. In many schools, there are 
a variety of cultures that individual students recognize in their own lives, making it 
necessary for educators to reflect this range in the literature they promote.  
One particular program that has had success in promoting literature in 
schools is the Battle of the Books competition. The purpose of Battle of the Books is 
to expose students to literature that represents a variety of styles and viewpoints.1 
In the Chapel Hill - Carrboro City School District, Battle of the Books is also used as 
one way to promote multicultural literature to their diverse student body. The 
selection of books that are included each year for the Battle of the Books 
competition is decided by a group of school library media specialists in the district. 
Every year they collaborate with one another and work to create a book list that 
they feel is appropriate for the student body that their individual schools serve.2 
                                                        
1 NCSLMA Manual, (4). 
2 Jeremiah, (interview). 
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This study focused on identifying the level of multicultural inclusion in the 
Chapel Hill – Carrboro City School District’s elementary school’s Battle of the Books 
list over a five year period beginning in 2006. An analysis of each book included on 
the list will determine the different threads of multiculturalism that exist. A 
thorough discussion of the attitudes and outlook promoted in each text will help to 
determine the success of the multicultural element in the book list. It is not enough 
to just include literature that mentions different cultures, it’s important to make 
sure that the multicultural component presents an authentic view of the culture in 
question. Otherwise, problems such as stereotyping and misconceptions that 
multicultural literature works to eliminate are only further perpetrated.3 Therefore, 
the analysis of this literature will concentrate on tackling these research questions: 
 Do the included books address a variety of multicultural elements? 
 Do the included books accurately represent various elements of 
diversity?  
 
                                                        
3 Glazier, (686). 
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Literature Review 
 
For the purpose of this discussion, multiculturalism can be defined as a 
recognition, understanding, and promotion of the characteristics of multiple and 
diverse cultures in any given community.4 In education, multiculturalism is a term 
that is often used in respect to literature and multimedia resources that expose 
students to cultures both familiar and unfamiliar to the individual.5 Oftentimes, 
multiculturalism is used in tandem with the idea of diversity—accepting the 
different and unique traits of individuals that are associated with a less prominent 
culture. However, where the idea of multiculturalism is often limited to race and 
ethnicity, many researchers use a broader definition of diversity—one that is a 
larger spectrum of subcultures within mainstream American society. Kathy Piehl 
outlines diversity as “the act of recognizing, appreciating, valuing, and utilizing 
unique talents and contributions of all individuals regardless of differences or 
similarities relating to age, color, race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, culture, 
ethnicity, language, national origin, physical appearance, disability, marital, parental 
or family status, communication or management style, educational level or 
background, speed of learning or comprehension."6 This is the definition of 
multiculturalism that will be used for this study. 
Creating an environment sensitive to multiculturalism is vital to building an 
atmosphere where diversity is not only appreciated but also encouraged by 
students. When children are presented with the opportunity to delve into 
                                                        
4 Camarate, (190). 
5 Young, (47). 
6 Piehl, (1). 
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multicultural topics, the foundation upon which they will build their knowledge of 
the world will be stronger for their “ability to engage in perspective taking” when 
learning about different people and other cultures.7 Students should be provided 
with literature that introduces them to characters from diverse backgrounds so that 
one of two things can happen – students who identify with a marginalized culture 
will be given the opportunity to relate to characters in literature or students who do 
not identify with a character’s cultural experiences will be given the opportunity to 
learn and enhance their understanding of others – resulting in a more successful 
multicultural school environment.  
As we become an increasingly diverse nation and a global society, we must 
teach our children to embrace cultural diversity. Embracing cultural diversity 
means much more than teaching respect and tolerance for different cultures; 
embracing diversity involves celebrating and valuing cultural differences and 
similarities, as well as integrating diverse perspectives and traditions in our 
everyday lives.8  
 
As Ranji Shankar-Brown, an Assistant Professor in the Department of 
Elementary Middle Level and Literacy Education at the University of North Carolina 
at Wilmington, states above, creating an environment sensitive to multiculturalism 
is vital to building an atmosphere where diversity is not only appreciated but also 
embraced by students. Multicultural literature is an important resource for students 
to learn more about cultures that are foreign to them while at the same time 
learning more about themselves and the culture they live in today.  Educators 
should encourage this type of study because “learning about oneself and the world, 
including other families, religions, customs, traditions, and places across the globe... 
                                                        
7 Kim, (224). 
8 Shankar-Brown, (175). 
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encourages empathy and bonding with others. The result is children's deepening 
understanding of and respect for their own and other's beliefs, values, and cultural 
traditions."9 In effect, students who engage in multicultural learning come away 
from the experience with many positive elements that should be encouraged in the 
school and classroom environment. 
Multicultural literature that successfully incorporate diversity into their plot 
have engaging and believable characters shown from multiple perspectives and a 
story line that works to promote understanding and encourages meaningful and 
relevant discussion.10 Kim, Green and Klein clarify, "When well-written books are 
used, children can come to conclusions about their position as a protagonist in their 
own lives. In authoring their own stories, children can use their readings as a basis 
for developing their own stories, solving their own problems, and establishing their 
own identities.”11 It is important that students are given the necessary tools to 
navigate their understanding of themselves, the people around them and the 
environment in which they are living. Laurie J. Harper, an Assistant Professor of 
Human Development & Family Studies, and Susan Trostle Brand, a Professor in the 
School of Education at the University of Rhode Island explain, "[Multicultural] 
literature can serve as a mirror or a window. A child may see his or her own 
characteristics, idiosyncrasies, interactions and feelings reflected and affirmed in a 
character. The child also has the opportunity to view and appreciate the life of 
                                                        
9 Harper, (233). 
10 Yoon, (110). 
11 Kim, Green and Klein, (226). 
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another."12 In this way, multicultural literature can act as a sounding board for 
students, using characters or situations in the story to aid them in their own lives. 
Corinne Camarata corroborates,  
Not only do such titles help to acquaint children with the background and 
traditions of their friends and classmates, humanizing what may be strange 
or different; they also act as a sort of mirror for newly immigrated children, 
something in which to find a little of their own image, a connection to a new 
society that is now their own.13  
 
When children are given the chance to connect with a story through a variety of 
facets, they have the opportunity to relate to others through their similarities and 
despite their differences. In this way, students take what they learn and apply it to 
their lives, finding the pieces they can connect with while simultaneously engaging 
with those they do not.  
Through multicultural literature, it is our hope that students will come away 
from their studies with an understanding of people from foreign or unfamiliar 
cultures. However, in the attempt to create an environment where a variety of 
cultures are accepted and celebrated, it is important that the majority culture that 
many students associate with is not marginalized in the process. Jocelyn Glazier and 
Jung-A Seo clarify,  
Studies in multicultural education tend to examine those in the minority, in 
many ways avoiding a close interrogation of the white majority. This 
avoidance further perpetuates a notion of "them" (those perceived as having 
culture) and "us" (those perceived to be without culture). Because 
whiteness—often along with the notion of what it means to be an 
American—has been largely unexplored territory in U.S. school contexts in 
particular, majority students often feel "cultureless."14 
 
                                                        
12 Harper, (224-225). 
13 Camarata, (190). 
14 Glazier and Seo, (686). 
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If the assortment of literature in any given collection only emphasizes those cultures 
that are unfamiliar and different from the culture in which students live, then the 
problems that are attempting to be solved are in effect being created all over again. 
Therefore, it is important that every culture present in the classroom or school of 
any given community is validated in their studies.   
The purpose of multicultural education is to create an environment where all 
students, regardless of their background or experiences, are regarded and 
emphasized equally. However, that being said, it is important that while learning 
about the multitude of cultures surrounding them, students learn to see themselves 
as individual pieces of a larger community—tied together by their similarities 
instead of separated by their differences. Bryan S. K. Kim, Jennifer L. Green and 
Eileen F. Klein further explain the reasoning behind this stance,  
Schools need to validate the children's culturally different experiences 
at home, which more often will happen to children for whom English 
is a second language or who have racially or ethnically diverse 
backgrounds. If not, they may become passive and unwilling to 
communicate regarding their sense of identity, develop two identities 
(one to fit the home and another to fit the school environment), or feel 
rejected and isolated from the school system.15  
 
The best and most effective way of preventing this type of disassociation with one’s 
own culture is to bring it into the classroom. In a society where our differences are 
vast and becoming more significant every day, the ability to view variation in a 
positive light is a necessary skill that children need to develop in order to fully 
understand and appreciate them self and their peers. 
                                                        
15 Kim, Green and Klein, (226). 
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Literature that enables this type of connection between children is the type 
of multicultural writing that should be promoted in schools and communities. By 
supporting and bringing awareness to the importance of a multicultural collection, 
we are working to ensure a future where diversity is valued.  As was previously 
mentioned,  
There are many types of diversity that children encounter in school 
and in life, including disability status, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status, religion, race and ethnicity. Through 
encountering problems in stories, children are able to project their 
own struggles onto characters, thereby gaining insight and 
direction.16  
 
Using multicultural literature as a tool for navigating situations and understanding 
others is the main argument behind its integration into a classroom setting. It’s 
when students are able to show and articulate the satisfaction and awareness they 
receive by engaging in this type of literature that success is being fully realized. 
However, moving from the theoretical idea of a multicultural classroom to 
the practical application of its literature and standards is not an easy task. In the 
attempt to create an inclusive literary environment, it is all too easy for educators to 
fall into the trap of trying to assimilate students into a singular culture while 
learning about the cultures of others.  
If practitioners (particularly white-majority teachers) assume a monoculture 
in which there are those like "us" and "others," the use of multicultural 
literature may also reinforce notions of "culturelessness" among white 
European American student populations.17  
 
If the purpose of implementing a multicultural education is to change the way in 
which students analyze their cultural, social and political worlds, as well as the 
                                                        
16 Kim (225). 
17 Glazier, (686). 
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worlds of other people, then they must also learn to “understand [the] pluralistic 
perspectives of different cultures” that they will be exposed to over the course of 
their academic careers.18 Viewing individuals from other cultures as separate and 
distinct from us without emphasizing their similarities defeats the rationale behind 
the inclusion of multicultural literature in the curriculum. 
In their research, KaaVonia Hinton-Johnson and Gail Dickinson reference an 
interview conducted by Rudine Sims Bishop, Professor Emerita of Education at Ohio 
State University, that provides proof of the positive effects multicultural literature 
can have on a student. When corresponding with a ten-year-old African American 
girl named Osula, Bishop was able to gain insight into her reading habits and 
preferences based on the child’s experience with literature. Osula clearly indicated 
during the interview that she desired books with characters that could be described 
as "strong black girls"—a clear reflection of how she saw herself. Osula is a perfect 
example of a child’s desire to see his/herself mirrored in the books that he/she 
reads. Furthermore, Osula explains that she also enjoys reading about the lives of 
African-American people despite the fact that she could not necessarily relate to the 
experiences they were sharing.19 This student’s enjoyment of engaging in literature 
that she could connect with through her own experiences and/or the culture from 
which she comes from is a perfect example of why multicultural literature is so 
necessary to a student’s growth.  
In another study conducted by J. H. Dressel, classes of students were 
observed during a unit in which they engaged in multicultural learning. The 
                                                        
18 Yoon, (110). 
19 Hinton-Johnson and Dickinson, (42). 
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students in these classes attended a school in the suburbs outside of a major city 
and came from mostly white middle-class families. The research found that the 
students responded positively to this type of literature and were able to connect to 
the characters inside the stories, but failed to really learn anything about the culture 
represented by the characters in the books they read. Dressel explains, 
Response to literature involves not only empathizing with characters and 
connecting the story with one’s own experience and position in the real  
world, but it also involves constructing alternative versions of reality and 
self. To construct such alternatives, readers must be aware of how their own 
ideology shapes their response to texts.20 
 
Although the students in this class were able to appreciate the literature that they 
read, they missed the underlying purpose of what a multicultural education aims to 
achieve. When introducing students to cultures that may be unfamiliar to them, it is 
important that they are also learning about the culture being exposed to them.  
The importance of multiculturalism is an aspect of education that has been 
repeatedly emphasized by any number of educators in the field. However, when 
thinking of it abstractly, it often seems a daunting task for teachers to single-
handedly change the way in which their students relate to one another. However, 
this is not the way to look at the problem before the education system. In an article 
entitled, "Books Offer Entry into Understanding Cultures," Barbara Wass Van 
Ausdall puts plainly, “Rather than bemoan the task that society seems to place on 
us—that is saving all our students from the many negatives that invade their lives—
we as educators need to dig in and do what we can. Literature is rich in explorations 
                                                        
20 Dressel, (752). 
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of the human condition and can actually provide an avenue for healing."21 It is with 
this type of attitude and perspective that multicultural sensitivity will take root and 
grow so that children all across the United States will possess the skills they need to 
properly accept, empathize, and celebrate the differences amongst them.  
 
Methodology 
For the purpose of this paper, a content analysis of the Battle of the Books 
lists used over the past five years for the elementary schools in the Chapel Hill - 
Carrboro City School District was conducted. For each book on the lists, characters 
and themes related to multiculturalism were analyzed and reviewed. By this, I refer 
to any subset of multiculturalism, including race, ethnicity, religion, socioeconomic 
status, etc. Kimberly A. Neuendorf, a professor in the School of Communication at 
Cleveland State University, defines content analysis as “a summarizing, quantitative 
analysis of messages that relies on the scientific method and is not limited as to the 
types of variables that may be measured or the context in which the messages are 
created or presented."22 What is considered multicultural is often subjective to the 
reader, therefore, I will be taking into consideration the audience for which these 
books are intended—the elementary school students in the CHCCS district. The 
latent content that I observe will be analyzed and categorized based on pre-
determined qualifiers that I would sketch out for each theme of multiculturalism. 
 
                                                        
21 Van Ausdall (34). 
22 Neuendorf, (10). 
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Sampling 
For my analysis of how well multicultural literature is promoted in the 
elementary schools of the CHCCS districts Battle of the Books competition, I used the 
compilation of books put together for the 2006-2007, 2007-2008, 2008-2009, 2009-
2010, and 2010-2011 school years. Although these books are not read by every 
student in the school and are in fact limited to those students in fourth or fifth grade 
who volunteer to participate in the Battle of the Books competition, they are a 
representation of the type of literature that is supported by the school library media 
specialists every year. The purpose of the Battle of the Books competition is to 
support and encourage reading in a fun and entertaining fashion, making it an ideal 
avenue to introduce literature that students may not know or choose on their own.  
 
Unit of Analysis 
 The unit of analysis refers to the major entity that is being analyzed and 
categorized during the course of research. In this particular case, there were two 
units of analysis. The first unit is the characters in each story where a determination 
of multiculturalism is determined based on race, ethnicity and/or religious 
orientation. The second unit is the setting of each story where a determination of 
multiculturalism is determined based on geographical location as well as the 
socioeconomic and familial status of the characters. 
 For the purpose of this study, the texts that are subject to analysis will 
primarily consist of annotations and reviews found in Novelist and/or the 
13 
 
Comprehensive Literature Database. The entire text of the 15 novels on the most 
recent (2010-2011) Battle of the Books list will be further analyzed.  
 
Categories & Coding 
The fundamental function of content analysis is to label and categorize 
sections of text that lend itself to the topic of study. For the purpose of this survey, 
different labels associated with multiculturalism will be assigned and then 
categorized accordingly within each unit of analysis. Within the first unit of analysis, 
the initial set of coding will begin with labeling the race of the main and secondary 
characters in each novel. Race is determined based on the physical and external 
characteristics of people, i.e. facial characteristics, skin color, etc. For the purpose of 
this study, I will focus on the skin color that is associated with the main and 
supporting characters in the story. The next set of coding will begin with labeling 
the ethnicity of the main and secondary characters. Ethnicity can be described as a 
group of individual who share a common heritage, language or culture and 
therefore, identify with one another. This label will be applied to those characters 
that subscribe to a specific ethnic group within the framework of the novel. The final 
label that will be applied in the first unit of analysis is religious orientation. As this 
particular label is not always subscribed to characters in a story, it will only be 
applied when it can be definitely determined.  
Within the second unit of analysis, the first set of coding will begin with 
determining the geographical location of the setting in the story. This will be 
determined based on the descriptive quality of the background that the author gives 
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in each book. The second set of labels will be determined by the socioeconomic 
status of the characters as it relates to their living situation. Socioeconomic status is 
determined by the combination of a family’s income and their relative social status 
within any given society.  
Table 1: Multicultural Characteristics 
Characteristics Description Example 
Race Classification of humans 
determined by any one or 
a combination of skin 
color, facial form, eye 
shape, etc. 
Caucasian, African-
American 
Ethnicity Characteristics that are 
shared by a group of 
people such as culture, 
race, religion and 
language 
Native Americans, 
Hispanic 
Religion A set of beliefs that are 
shared by a group of 
people 
Muslim, Jewish, 
Christian 
Socioeconomic 
status 
An individual or group's 
position within a social 
structure, dependent on a 
combination of income, 
education, place of 
residence, etc. 
Neurosurgeon, 
Teacher 
Geographical 
location 
The attributes of a given 
area as it pertain to the 
topographical features 
Mountains, 
metropolitan city 
Familial status Characteristics 
determined by a person's 
living situation, 
guardianship and family 
members 
Orphan vs. only child 
living with mother and 
father 
   
 
For the purpose of this study, I will determine socioeconomic status based on 
the author’s description of the family/individual income as well as the main 
characters’ household/residence and social standing within his/her community. The 
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last set of coding will be determined based on the family situation of the main 
characters. By family situation, I am referring to the marital status of each 
character’s parents (if they have parents), and if they don’t have parents, then their 
relationship to their legal guardian (if they have a legal guardian). In addition to this, 
I will look at the general make-up of each family, outlining the number of family 
members present in each household as well as any special circumstances that effect 
family dynamics (i.e. siblings with learning or physical disabilities). To ensure that I 
will continue to use each label in a consistent and dependable fashion, I will 
regularly refer to a table that outlines the description of each characteristic (Table 
1). I created this table for the intent purpose of aiding in the content analysis of 
multicultural literature in this study.  
 
Validity & Reliability 
With clear and uniform labels that are carried out throughout the entire 
study, the validity and reliability of this content analysis should be relatively 
successful with only a small amount of divergence in any areas of coding or 
categorization. As I am the only person conducting this portion of the study, the 
reliability will be relatively consistent as there will be no room for misconceptions 
or errors attributed to poor communication during the categorization process. 
However, because the umbrella of multiculturalism is so vast and open to 
interpretation, there will be a level of subjectivity to the categorization process – 
what is considered relevant, applicable and consistent enough to be included in the 
study will be determined solely by me. 
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The validity of any given study is reliant on the sample used during analysis, 
and as this study’s sample was determined by a predetermined list created by the 
school library media specialists in the Chapel Hill – Carrboro City School District, the 
content validity of this survey should be relegated to the general vicinity of the 
study. Whether or not this study could be extended state- or nation-wide is 
dependent upon the presence of the Battle of the Books competition in other schools 
and the selection of books that each school chooses to promote to its students.  
 
Results 
The sample used during this study was limited to the Battle of the Books lists 
from 2006-2011 for the elementary schools in the Chapel Hill – Carrboro City School 
District. These books lists, which comprised of a total of 79 books (see Appendix A), 
were put together by the elementary school library media specialists in the district 
specifically for the Battle of the Books competition. When reviewing the list for 
themes of multiculturalism, books from the 2006-2007, 2007-2008, 2008-2009, and 
2009-2010 school years were analyzed based on summaries and reviews found on 
selection sites such as Novelist. However, each book on the 2010-2011 Battle of the 
Books list was analyzed separately. Following the analysis of every title, books were 
coded according to the framework previously outlined (see Appendix B). 
 
Race 
 Elements of race permeated about 38% of the entire Battle of the Books list 
for all five years analyzed (2006-2011). In the four previous years, 37% of the 70 
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titles included main or prominent secondary characters that were of a different race, 
including African-American, Hispanic/Latino, Indian, Native American and Asian 
characters. However, in the 2010-2011 Battle of the Books list, this percentage 
improved drastically, with 60% of the novels showcasing characters of a different 
race (see Figure 1).  
Figure 1: Graphs of 2006-2010 & 2010-2011 Battle of the Books inclusion of race
 
A few examples of this improvement can be seen in titles such as Abby Takes 
a Stand, Bud, Not Buddy, The True Meaning of Smekday and The Warm Place. In these 
novels, the main characters were coded as being of African-American descent and 
mixed descent (The True Meaning of Smekday), making up about 27% of the book 
list. In How Tia Lola Came to Visit/Stay and Miracle’s Boys, the characters were coded 
as being of Hispanic/Latino descent, making up about 13% of the book list. In A 
Caucasian 63% 
Indian 1.50% 
Hispanic/Latino 6% 
Native 
American 
1.50% 
African-
American 
21% 
Asian 4% Other 3% 
Race: 2006-2010 
n=70 
African-
American 
23% 
Hispanic/ 
Latino 
15% 
Asian 
8% 
Mixed 
8% 
Caucasian 
46% 
Race: 2010-2011 
n=15 
18 
 
Single Shard and The Year of the Dog, the characters were coded as being of Asian 
descent, also making up about 13% of the book list. In The London Eye Mystery, the 
characters that were coded were supporting characters but integral to the story line 
and of Indian descent, making up only 6% of the book list. In the remaining 6 books, 
the characters were all Caucasian, making up 46% of the book list.  
 
Ethnicity 
Elements of ethnicity were found in 20% of the Battle of the Books lists for all 
five years analyzed. In the previous four years, the percentage of characters with 
different ethnicities totaled 16%, including African tribal, Mexican, Cherokee and 
Chinese ethnicities. However, this number improved in the 2010-2011 Battle of the 
Books list with approximately 33% of the books with characters of different 
ethnicities (see Figure 2).  
In three of the 15 books from the most recent list, the exposure to a different 
culture permeated every aspect of the story. This was the case in The London Eye 
Mystery, A Single Shard and The Year of the Dog. In these three stories, readers were 
entrenched in an established culture throughout the entire narrative. However, in 
two of the 15 books, the exposure to a different culture was introduced by a singular 
character. This was the case in The True Meaning of Smekday and How Tia Lola Came 
to Visit/Stay.  In these two stories, readers were introduced to a culture different 
from the one the narrator was living in but had constant exposure to it, and 
therefore became familiar with it by the end of the story. In the remaining 10 books, 
the cultures represented were influenced mostly by an American lifestyle. 
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Figure 2: Graphs of 2006-2010 & 2010-2011 Battle of the Books inclusion of ethnicity 
 
 
Religion 
 Elements of religion were found in 13% of the entire Battle of the Books list 
for all five years analyzed. In the previous four years, religious elements could be 
found in 11% of the 70 titles, including Baptist, Christian, monastic and 
mythological references. This particular aspect of multiculturalism was consistently 
found lacking in the stories under analysis. On average, there were approximately 
one or two books per list that included some aspect of religion. The previous 
percentage was only slightly improved in the 2010-2011 Battle of the Books list 
with 13% of the books weaving religion into the storyline (see Figure 3). 
Indian 9% 
Mexican 18% 
Caribbean 9% 
Chinese 9% 
Cherokee 9% 
African (tribal) 9% 
Dominican Republic 9% 
Taiwanese 9% 
English 18% 
Ethnicity: 2006-2010 
n=70 
Indian 20% 
Korean 20% 
Taiwanese 
20% 
Hispanic/ 
Latino 20% 
Ethnicity: 2010-2011 
n=15 
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Figure 3: Graph of 2006-2011 Battle of the Books inclusion of religion (not including 
unspecified religions) 
 
In The Evolution of Calpurnia Tate, the conflict between two different 
churches and religions was discussed and elaborated on throughout the story, and 
in Abby Takes a Stand, the prominent position that the church plays in the lives of 
the main character’s family and friends is clearly indicated. The specific religions 
that were discussed in these two stories were of the Methodist, Independent and 
Baptist churches. In the remaining titles on the Battle of the Books list, religion was 
either not clearly indicated or not discussed throughout the course of the story. 
 
Location 
 The location of the setting was prominent in 53% of the titles on the Battle of 
the Books lists over the past five years. This percentage remains relatively 
consistent when evaluating the Battle of the Books lists for the previous four years 
(51%) as well as the 2010-2011 Battle of the Books list (53%). The geographical 
location of a story can influence the movement and cultural setting that the 
characters exist within. On the 2010-2011 list, these locations ranged from the inner 
Baptist 
30% 
Christian 
10% 
Monastic 
10% 
Puritan 
10% 
Quaker 
10% 
Polytheism 
20% 
Methodist
10% 
Religion: 2006-2011 
n=79 
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city to the mountains, from the Florida Everglades to Korea. In each of these stories, 
the geography of the land that characters were exposed to influenced their way of 
life in unique ways (see Figure 4). 
Figure 4: Graphs of 2006-2010 & 2010-2011 Battle of the Books use of location (not 
including suburban locations in 2006-2010 graph) 
 
In three of the 15 books, the main characters lived on/in an area that was 
populated by farmland, making up 20% of the booklist. This was the case in The 
Evolution of Calpurnia Tate, Among the Hidden and A Single Shard. In two of the 15 
books, the main characters spent the majority of their time on a mountain and in 
particularly wooded areas, making up approximately 13% of the booklist. This was 
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the case in Dovey Coe and Hatchet. In another two of the 15 books, the main 
characters lived and spent the majority of their time in a major metropolitan city, 
also making up 13% of the book list. This was the case in The London Eye Mystery 
and Miracle’s Boys. In one of the 15 books, the main character lived in an area of 
Florida, close to the Florida Everglades. This particular novel was included in this 
category because of the prominent role that the wildlife native to Florida played in 
the novel Hoot. This accounted for only 6% of the book list. The remaining seven 
books took place in the suburbs of America, making up approximately 47% of the 
Battle of the Books list. 
 
Socioeconomic Status 
The socioeconomic status of the main characters was highlighted in 48% of 
the Battle of the Books lists for all five years analyzed. For the past four years, the 
socioeconomic status of characters was explored in 50% of the titles included. This 
percentage went down slightly during the analysis of the 2010-2011 Battle of the 
Books lists, which had only 40% of its books highlight socioeconomic status. In three 
of the 15 books on this list, the main characters lived in a family with a low-income, 
making up for 20% of the booklist (see Figure 5).  
This was the case in Abby Takes a Stand, Among the Hidden and Miracle’s 
Boys. In each of these stories, the main character lived with his/her family in a 
suitable home, but did not have a surplus of money for leisurely activities. In 
addition to this, in Abby Takes a Stand, the main character and her family were 
looked down upon as second-class citizens because of their race, and in Miracle’s 
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Boys, the main character and his family was often the recipients of unfair 
stereotyping.  
Figure 5: Graphs of 2006-2010 & 2010-2011 Battle of the Books inclusion of SES 
 
In two of the 15 books, the main characters were considered poor and 
homeless, making up for 13% of the book list. This was the case in A Single Shard 
and Bud, Not Buddy. In A Single Shard, the main character lived under a bridge with 
another homeless man, and in Bud, Not Buddy, the main character ran away from his 
foster family, leaving him on the streets. In one of the 15 books, the main character 
takes a trip with his family to the Dominican Republic and is exposed to a situation 
where a lot of people are both jobless and homeless. The main character himself is 
neither poor nor homeless, but the situation he is exposed to is clearly described to 
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the reader. This was the case in How Tia Lola Came to Visit/Stay and makes up for 
6% of the book list. The remaining nine books had characters lived in families that 
would be considered lower-upper middle class, making up for 60% of the book list. 
 
Family Unit 
The type of family unit that the main character lived in was influential for 
61% of the titles on the Battle of the Books lists for all five years analyzed. This 
number stayed consistent when analyzed the list for the past four years dropped 
slightly when analyzing the most recent list. For the 2010-2011 Battle of the Books 
list, 53% of the titles had family units that influenced that movement of the story 
(with one book overlapping in two categories) (see Figure 6).  
In 3 of the 15 books, the main characters were orphans, spending time in 
orphanages, foster families and/or on their own which makes up for 20% of the 
book list. This was the case in Bud, Not Buddy, A Single Shard and The Warm Place. In 
Buddy, Not Buddy, the main character begins in an orphanage, spends a short 
amount of time in a foster situation, the majority of the book fending for himself and 
then ends up with his long-lost grandfather. In A Single Shard, the main character 
was orphaned at birth and is raised by a homeless old man. And, in The Warm Place, 
the main character is forcibly orphaned and must fend for her self for the majority of 
the book. In 2 of the 15 books, the main character has parents that are divorced, 
making up for 13% of the list. This was the case in Hatchet and How Tia Lola Came 
to Visit/Stay. In both of these books, the main character’s parents do not live close to 
one another and must commute on special occasions to see the other parent.  
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Figure 6: 2006-2010 and 2010-2011 Battle of the Books representation of family units 
 
In another two of the 15 books, the main characters live in a household with 
a complex family unit. Complex units include those families that have more than two 
adults living in the same household—i.e. grandparents, aunts, uncles, etc. in addition 
to the parental unit. This type of family makes up for 13% of the book list and was 
the case in The Evolution of Calpurnia Tate and How Tia Lola Came to Visit/Stay. In 
The Evolution of Calpurnia Tate, the main character’s grandfather resides with her 
family and in How Tia Lola Came to Visit/Stay, the main character’s aunt comes to 
live with his family. The remaining two books that have unique family units are 
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Miracle’s Boys and The True Meaning of Smekday. In Miracle’s Boys, the main 
character is raised by his older brother after both of his parents have passed away, 
making up for only 6% of the book list. And in The True Meaning of Smekday, the 
main character lives in a single parent household, but spends the majority of the 
book on her own, making up for another 6% of the book list. The remaining novels 
include main characters that live in households with both their mother and father, 
making up for the final 47% of the list. 
 
Discussion 
As can be witnessed through the analysis of the 2006-2011 Battle of the 
Books lists for the Chapel Hill – Carrboro City School District’s elementary schools, 
there are a variety of multicultural elements that are interwoven into the characters 
and plot lines set forth by the author of each book. In some books, the level of 
multicultural inclusion is more prominent than in others. Nevertheless, the question 
of whether or not the literature included provides a fair and sympathetic 
representation of the cultures in question is yet to be discussed. 
 
Race 
 While considering the issue of race for this analysis, it was found that 38% of 
the books had one or more main characters that fit into this category of 
multiculturalism with a significant improvement in the 2010-2011 Battle of the 
Books list. As discussed earlier, it is important that this aspect of multiculturalism is 
present so that students may explore aspects of their own diversity through 
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characters they confront in literature. In the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City School 
District, approximately 27% of the student body is a race other than Caucasian. This 
includes, but is not limited to, African-American, Hispanic/Latino, Asian and Native 
American students.2324 When comparing the general make-up of race in the school 
and the Battle of the Books list, the percentages are complementary to one another 
(27% vs. 38%). This type of correlation is critical in the representation of literature 
in school setting. 
In the books that were coded and categorized as racially diverse, the race of 
the character was not always considered significant to the story line of the book. In 
those books where this type of inclusion occurred, the race of an individual 
character would be mentioned but treated as secondary to the storyline of the novel. 
This can most notably be seen in books such as The True Meaning of Smekday, The 
Warm Place and The London Eye Mystery. As such, these books don’t really provide 
true insight into any multicultural aspects that are related to race. However, in 
books such as Abby Takes a Stand, The Year of the Dog and How Tia Lola Came to 
Visit/Stay, the author introduces the topic of race in such a way that readers can 
receive a glimpse into what it means to be a member of a different race during a 
certain time and/or place. 
 For example, in Abby Takes a Stand, the topic of prejudice is explored. The 
author introduces a character living in a time and place where much of society held 
prejudices against anyone with colored skin. Throughout the course of the story, the 
reader is able to gain an understanding of how it feels to be on the receiving end of 
                                                        
23 Carrboro 
24 Chapel Hill 
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prejudice and learn about how important it is to fight against it. Furthermore, in The 
Year of the Dog and How Tia Lola Came to Visit/Stay, the reader is presented with 
the issue of stereotypes and how they tend to misrepresent those people who are 
subjected to them. In How Tia Lola Came to Visit/Stay, the main character is a victim 
of stereotyping when a friend makes a comment about how all Dominicans are good 
at baseball. He says, “Yeah, you’re Dominican. I mean, baseball’s, like, natural for 
you.”25 However, the author follows up this comment with a caution against using 
stereotypes through the main character’s father. She writes, “Papi often says that 
the worst thing you can do to people is make assumptions about them. Stereotyping, 
he calls it.”26 In this way, multicultural understanding is being promoted through the 
introduction of a problem and a proffered resolution to the issue at hand. In these 
books, an understanding and acceptance of people’s differences when it comes to 
race is being promoted without underlying misconceptions getting in the way. 
 
Ethnicity 
 Although there were a number of books that had characters from a variety of 
races, there were only a handful of books that truly delved into the ethnicity of the 
characters in their books. Only 20% of the books included in the Battle of the Books 
lists could be categorized as providing insight into the ethnicity of its characters. 
Those authors that gave a broader scope into the culture of their characters did so in 
one of two ways—by placing the story in a foreign location or by bringing someone 
from a foreign location into the story.  
                                                        
25 Alvarez, (54). 
26 Alvarez, (54). 
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In A Single Shard, The London Eye Mystery and How Tia Lola Came to 
Visit/Stay, the main characters spend time in a location outside of the United States. 
In each of these locations, the reader is able to get a glimpse of character’s life in 
culture that is wholly unfamiliar to them. The best example of this is in How Tia Lola 
Came to Visit/Stay, when the main character takes a trip with his family to the 
Dominican Republic. The reader is able to experience first hand the kind of culture 
shock that one can receive when they enter into a place that is wholly unfamiliar to 
them. The main character works through the differences between cultures by 
observing the different ways that people greet each other (kissing vs. handshake), 
the different foods they eat and the different activities they engage in. In this way, 
books that give a multicultural view of life help students to work through such 
differences in their own lives.  
 
Religion 
Religion is another aspect of multiculturalism that is important to address in 
literature. In this particular analysis, the inclusion of religious diversity is highly 
overlooked, present in only 11% of the Battle of the Books lists. Those authors that 
managed to weave threads of religion into their story line did so not as the focus of 
the plot but as a secondary issue. The best example of this can be found in The 
Evolution of Calpurnia Tate in which a minor instance of religious persecution takes 
place. Jacqueline Kelley writes,  
There were two churches in Prairie Lea: the Baptist church, which was 
acceptable, and the Independent Church of Prairie Lea, which was not. The 
local Leapers were considered a low and trashy lot by many people. And 
although Mother had once or twice entertained Leapers in the house, she 
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tended to lump them all together, fairly or not, with snake handlers, fallers, 
foamers, and other fringe examples of the henhouse sects.27 
 
In this section of the text, the differences between the churches are introduced into 
the story due to the romantic involvement of two people from each church. By then 
end of the chapter, the families come to accept that the differences in their religious 
beliefs are not going to stop anything. Despite the fact that this situation is 
elaborated upon for only one chapter in the text, it is a great example of accepting 
the religious diversity in others. 
 
Location 
 Although the geography of a location may not immediately come to mind as 
an aspect important to multiculturalism, the way in which land and climate can the 
effect a person’s way of life is undeniable. The day-to-day activities of a person that 
lives in the mountains is bound to be drastically different from those of a person 
who lives in the middle of a major metropolitan city. As such, it’s important to 
consider the surroundings of a character’s life when analyzing multicultural 
literature. Of the books analyzed on this Battle of the Books list, 53% of them took 
place in areas outside of the suburbs in America—an area that the readers in the 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro City School District are relatively familiar with. Some of the 
best examples of how location can affect the culture of one’s life can be seen when 
looking at novels such as Hoot, City of Ember, Hatchet and The Jacket.  
 In Hoot, the reader is presented with a main character that has just recently 
moved to Florida from the mid-west. As a result, confrontations with an unfamiliar 
                                                        
27 Kelly, (75). 
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location are introduced to the reader and main character simultaneously. 
Throughout the story, exposure to varying weather conditions and wildlife 
indigenous to parts of Florida take place. For example, characters in this story have 
run-ins with alligators and copperhead snakes, two reptiles that people do not 
usually see with any kind of frequency except in Florida. Learning about the 
different habitats that people are faced with depending on their location is a great 
way to familiarize students with the lifestyles of other people. 
 
Socioeconomic status 
 Another factor that highly influences the cultural background of an individual 
is their socioeconomic status. In 48% of the books on the Battle of the Books lists, 
the socioeconomic status of the main character and/or their family influenced the 
movement of the story. Divining the socioeconomic status of every family in the 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro City School District was not a feasible task, but I was able to 
determine the percentage of families below the poverty level in both Chapel Hill 
(8.8%) and Carrboro (7.6%). From this data, it is not unreasonable to expect that 
there may be a number of students in the CHCCS district that are members of these 
families. The titles included on the Battle of the Books list incorporate stories with 
characters that come from a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds including 
homeless, poor/lower-class, middle-class and royal statuses. With this type of 
variety, readers from any circumstances can find something to relate to in the 
literature they read. 
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The examples provided in texts such as Bud, Not Buddy and A Single Shard 
give the reader insight into what it’s like to live in an environment where necessities 
such as food and shelter are not guaranteed. In Bud, Not Buddy, the main character 
runs away from a bad foster situation and ends up living on the streets. The reader 
is brought alongside the main character as he sleeps under trees and searches for 
missions in order to feed himself. In a scene where those in charge at the food bank 
are trying to turn Bud away because he was late getting in line, the author provides 
insight into the characters thoughts, writing, “If I didn’t get any food now I’d have to 
steal something out of someone’s garbage or I wouldn’t be able to eat until the 
mission opened for supper.”28 By supplying a situation where the main character 
has no other recourse but to beg and scrounge for food, the author is providing 
material that can be informative in a multicultural context. The reader is presented 
with information that makes it possible to empathize and understand the 
character’s living situation in a unique way. 
 
Family Unit 
 The structure of a family unit can influence the way in which people live their 
lives, and there are a variety of forms in which families present themselves. For the 
purpose of this analysis, 53% of the books on the Battle of the Books list presented 
characters with unique family units, i.e. units that differed from the typical two 
parent (mother and father) setup. Some of the books that provided particularly 
                                                        
28 Curtis, (46). 
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distinctive families were Miracle’s Boys, The True Meaning of Smekday and How Tia 
Lola Came to Visit/Stay.  
 In Miracle’s Boys, the main character lives in a family where his oldest 
brother is his legal guardian. The reader learns about the history of the family which 
started out as a two parent household until the father died, was a single parent 
household for a few years until the mother died and ends up with the oldest of three 
boys in charge of the entire family. This is a unique situation that affects the way the 
main character is raised, living in an environment where the child has been subject 
to a great deal of change and hardship. Furthermore, the main character must learn 
to look at his sibling as the authority figure and provider for their family. The author 
provides great insight into the complexities of family life through the thoughts and 
feelings of the main character, making it a great multicultural resource for its ability 
to deliver a clear understanding of the situation. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Overall, the 2006-2011 Battle of the Books lists for the elementary schools in 
the Chapel Hill – Carrboro City School District provide a fairly multicultural 
representation of literature. As outlined earlier, the purpose of the Battle of the 
Books competition is to promote literature that will provide a variety of design and 
content to its readers, and The North Carolina School Library Media Association 
further explains, “Through the fun and excitement of the competition, students 
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improve reading skills, mature in their choices of reading materials, and acquire a 
broader knowledge base.”29  
The term multiculturalism encompasses such a wide range of issues that the 
inclusion of race, ethnicity, religion, location, socioeconomic status and family units 
in the books presented on these lists are an encouraging representation of diversity 
in literature. Having and promoting a collection of books that are illustrative of the 
student body for which it is serving is the ideal situation.  In these Battle of the 
Books lists, every book had some element of multiculturalism outlined in this 
analysis. The most notable elements of multiculturalism could be found in the 
variety of socioeconomic statuses and family units represented in each text. Overall, 
the analysis of these books finds that the Battle of the Books list successfully 
incorporates multicultural literature into its compendium with meaningful 
representations of different cultures and ways of life. 
                                                        
29 NCLMA Battle of the Books 
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Appendix A: CHCCS Battle of the Books lists 2006-2011 
 
 
 
 
 
CHCCS Battle of the Books List: 2010-2011   
Abby Takes a Stand by Patricia McKissack   
Among the Hidden by Margaret Peterson Haddix   
Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis   
Dovey Coe by Frances O’Roark Dowell   
The Evolution of Calpurnia Tate by Jacqueline Kelly   
Hatchet by Gary Paulsen   
Hoot by Cark Hiaasen   
How Tia Lola Came to Visit/Stay by Julia Alvarez   
The London Eye Mystery by Siobhan Dowd   
Lunch Money by Andrew Clements   
Miracle’s Boys by Jacqueline Woodson   
A Single Shard by Linda Sue Park   
The True Meaning of Smekday by Adam Rex   
The Warm Place by Nancy Farmer   
The Year of the Dog by Grace Lin   
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CHCCS Battle of the Books List: 2009-2010   
A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L’Engle   
Because of Winn-Dixie by Kate DiCamillo   
The Conch Bearer by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni   
The Dark is Rising by Susan Cooper   
Dealing With Dragons by Patricia C. Wrede   
Esperanza Rising by Pam Munoz Ryan   
Fablehaven by Brandon Mull   
From the Mixed-up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler   
The Homework Machine by Dan Gutman   
How to Steal a Dog by Barbara O’Connor   
The Jacket by Andrew Clements   
John F. Kennedy: A Voice of Hope by Marie Hodge   
Locomotion by Jacqueline Woodson   
Mick Harte Was Here by Barbara Park   
Poppy by Avi   
Redwall by Brian Jacques   
Sammy Keyes and the Hotel Thief by Wendelin Van Draanen   
The Watsons Go to Birmingham by Christopher Paul Curtis   
Weasel by Cynthia DeFelice   
The Witch of Blackbird Pond by Elizabeth George Speare   
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CHCCS Battle of the Books List: 2008-2009   
A Strong Right Arm: The Story of Mamie “Peanut” Johnson by 
Michelle Green 
  
Abby Takes a Stand by Patricia McKissack   
Becoming Naomi Leon by Pam Munoz Ryan   
Charlotte’s Web by E. B. White   
Dear Mr. Henshaw by Beverly Cleary   
The Dollhouse Murders by Betty Ren Wright   
Hatchet by Gary Paulsen   
In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson by Bette Lord   
Jackson Jones and the Puddle of Thorns by Mary Quattlebaum   
The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan   
Magyk by Angie Sage   
Matthew Henson: Quest for the North Pole by Kathleen 
Olmstead 
  
Mossflower by Brian Jacques   
North by Donna Jo Napoli   
Once Upon a Marigold by Jean Ferris   
The Original Adventures of Hank the Cowdog by John R. Erikson   
The Penderwick’s by Jeanne Birdsall   
Rules by Cynthia Lord   
Soft Rain: The Story of the Cherokee Trail of Tears by Cornelia 
Cornelissen 
  
Storm Warriors by Elisa Carbone   
The Summer of the Swans by Betsy Byars   
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CHCCS Battle of the Books List: 2007-2008   
The Abracadabra Kid: A Writer’s Life by Sid Fleischman   
Away West, 1879 by Patricia McKissack   
Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis   
The Capture by Kathryn Lasky   
The City of Ember by Jeanne DuPrau   
Dovey Coe by Francis O’Roark Dowell   
The Ear, the Eye and the Arm by Nancy Farmer   
The Giant Rat of Sumatra or Pirates Galore by Sid Fleischman   
The Golden Compass by Philip Pullman   
The Homework Machine by Dan Gutman   
How Tia Lola Came to Visit Stay by Julia Alvarez   
The Jacket by Andrew Clements   
Just Juice by Karen Hesse   
Mick Harte Was Here by Barbara Park   
Sarah, Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan   
Shiloh by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor   
Weasel by Cynthia DeFelice   
The Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum   
The Year of the Dog by Grace Lin   
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CHCCS Battle of the Books List: 2006-2007   
The Amulet of Samarkand by Jonathan Stroud   
The Bad Beginning by Lemony Snicket   
Becoming Naomi Leon by Pam Munoz Ryan   
The Best School Year Ever by Barbara Robinson   
Bunnicula by James Howe   
Chicken Boy by Francis O’Roark Dowell   
Dogboy by Christopher Russell   
The Egypt Game by Zilpha Keatley Snyder   
Enchantress from the Stars by Sylvia Louise Engdahl   
Everything on a Waffle by Polly Horvath   
Guts by Gary Paulsen   
Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH by Robert C. O’Brien   
Poppy by Avi   
Ruby Holler by Sharon Creech   
Tuck Everlasting by Natalie Babbitt   
Yellow Bird and Me by Joyce Hansen   
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Appendix B: Coding of the Battle of the Books list 
 
CHCCS Elementary 
School Battle of the 
Books List 
Race Ethnicity Religion Location Socio-
economic 
status 
Family 
Unit 
       
A Single Shard X X  X X X 
A Strong Right Arm: The Story 
of Mamie “Peanut” Johnson 
X    X  
A Wrinkle in Time      X 
Abby Takes a Stand X  X  X  
Abracadabra Kid    X X  
Among the Hidden    X X  
Amulet of Samarkand  X  X   
Away West, 1879 X    X X 
Bad Beginning     X X 
Because of Winn-Dixie   X X  X 
Becoming Naomi Leon X X  X X X 
Best School Year Ever     X  
Bud, Not Buddy X    X X 
Bunnicula      X 
Capture      X 
Charlotte’s Web    X   
Chicken Boy     X X 
City of Ember    X X  
Conch Bearer X X  X X X 
Dark is Rising    X  X 
Dealing With Dragons     X  
Dear Mr. Henshaw      X 
Dogboy  X  X  X 
Dollhouse Murders      X 
Dovey Coe    X   
Ear, the Eye and the Arm X X X X X  
Egypt Game X X     
Enchantress from the Stars X X     
Esperanza Rising X X  X X X 
Everything on a Waffle     X X 
Evolution of Calpurnia Tate   X   X 
Fablehaven    X X X 
From the Mixed-up Files of 
Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler 
   X  X 
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Giant Rat of Sumatra or  
Pirates Galore 
X    X  
Golden Compass X X  X  X 
Guts    X   
Hatchet    X  X 
Homework Machine X     X 
Hoot    X X  
How Tia Lola Came to 
Visit/Stay 
X X   X X 
How to Steal a Dog     X X 
In the Year of the Boar and 
Jackie Robinson 
X X  X X  
Jacket X    X  
Jackson Jones and the Puddle 
of Thorns 
X   X X X 
John F Kennedy: Voice of Hope     X  
Just Juice    X X X 
Lightning Thief   X   X 
Locomotion X   X X X 
London Eye Mystery X X  X   
Lunch Money     X  
Magyk     X X 
Matthew Henson: Quest for 
the North Pole 
X   X   
Mick Harte Was Here   X   X 
Miracle’s Boys X   X X X 
Mossflower    X   
Mrs. Frisby & the Rats of NIMH      X 
North X  X X  X 
Once Upon a Marigold    X X X 
Original Adventures of Hank 
the Cowdog 
   X   
Poppy     X X 
Redwall   X X   
Ruby Holler     X X 
Rules      X 
Sammy Keyes & the Hotel Thief     X X 
Sarah, Plain and Tall      X 
Shiloh    X   
Soft Rain: The Story of the 
Cherokee Trail of Tears 
X X  X X  
Storm Warriors X   X X X 
45 
 
Summer of the Swans      X 
The Penderwicks    X  X 
True Meaning of Smekday X X    X 
Tuck Everlasting    X   
Warm Place X     X 
Watsons Go To Birmingham X   X X  
Weasel    X  X 
Witch of Blackbird Pond   X X X X 
Wizard of Oz    X   
Year of the Dog X X     
Yellow Bird and Me X    X  
       
 
